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ABSTRACT

Recent empirical inquiry focusing on the moderating effect of job context satis-

faction on the job content + worker response relationship has produced seemingly

contradictory findings. Three types of explanations are explored: chance

occurrence; sample distribution artifacts; and a series of alternative concep-

tual explanations. The first reconcepcualization suggests that context satis-

faction level influences higher level needs. A second reconceptualization

involves absorption/distraction as the process which explains the role of con-

text satisfaction. Six possible determinants of absorption/distraction levels

are discussed. Testable hypotheses for each idea developed are presented.
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JOB CONTEXT SATISFACTION AND JOB DESIGN:

& CONCEPTUAL PERSPECTIVE

During the last decade there has been considerable interest in identifying those

factors which influence the strength of the relationship between job character-

istics and employee reactions to these job factors. Most attention has been

directed toward exploring characteristics of workers (e.g., urban versus rural

background, growth need strength) which influence the manner in which they react

to a set of job characteristics. More recently, however, empirical inquiry has

been directed toward exploring the role of satisfaction with job context factors

as "moderators" of job characteristics + worker reaction relationships. Several

recent empirical studies have directly addressed this latter issue (Oldham,

1976; Oldham, Hackaan, & Pearce, 1976; Abdel-Hfalim, 1979; Orpen, 1979; xRater-

berg, Hor, & Hulin, 1979; and Champoux, 1981). Each of the studies focused on

the general question "what effect does the level of satisfaction with context

factors have on the relationship between job characteristics and employee reac-

tions to the job?"

The first study to directly address the job context moderating effect was con-

ducted by Oldham (1976). Using a sub-group analytical procedure, Oldham identi-

fied the moderating effect of two contextual factors (satisfaction with supervi-

sion and co-workers). The findings revealed that the strength of the job char-

acteristics (i.e., autonomy and significance) * job satisfaction relationship

was weaker for those employees with lower levels of satisfaction with supervi-

sion and co-workers than for workers with higher satisfaction in these context

areas.
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Oldham, Rackman, and Pearce (1976) examined satisfaction with pay, job security,

co-yorkers, and supervision as possible moderators of the job characteristics

satisfaction relationship. Their findings provided modest support for a moderat-

ing affect due to levels of satisfaction with co-workers and pay, such that the

job characteristics + worker reaction relationship was weaker for employees with

lower levels of satisfaction with these contextual factors. In this same study,

a moderating effect of growth need strength was also identified. Although the

joint moderating effects of growth need strength and context satisfaction vare

explored, it is not possible from the analyses reported to determine the degree

to which the moderating effects of context satisfaction and growth need strength

were independent.

In a study by Orpen (1979), measures of satisfaction with security, pay, super-

vision, and co-workers were combined to form an overall measure of context

satisfaction. Based upon this overall context satisfaction scale, Orpen's total

sample was split into two sub-groups of 18 each. Examination was then made of

the relationship between each of five perceived job characteristics (and a com-

bination of the five job characteristics) with job satisfaction, job involve-

ment, internal motivation, and performance. No consistent differences were found

betwaen sub-groups for performance. For the attitudinal variables, however,

stronger relationships were found in 14 of 1S cases under conditions of high

context satisfaction. For four of these sub-group comparisons, there were sig-

niflcant differences in the size of correlations between the two sub-groups.

Thus, support (albeit modest) was provided for the findings of Oldham and asso-

ciates.
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Satisfaction with pay, co-workers, and supervision (separately and in a sumated

model) was tested as a moderator of the job complexity + employee response rela-

tionship in a study of part-time workers by Katerberg, Hon, and Rulin (1979).

Employing moderated regression, a statistically significant moderating effect

was found for five of 20 tests. However, even the five statistically signifi-

cant effects were of a very minor magnitude (the largest effect produced was a

change in R from .47 to .49). Examination of the results indicated that most of

this effect was produced by pay satisfaction. Sub-group analyses were also per-

formed. Of the five cases in which a statistically significant interaction

between job scope and context satisfaction was found in the moderated regres-

sion, the only effect which was identified as significant, suggested a stronger

job scope * organizational commitment relationship for those more satisfied with

their pay. In sum, Xaterberg at al's test of moderating effects suggest that

employee reactions were not always stronger in the high versus low groups,- few

significant moderating effects were uncovered, and the magnitude of moderating

effects which were identified were extremely small.

Champoux (1981) presented findings from four independent studies. Upon first

examination, some of Champoux's findings appear directly contradictory to those

of the preceding studies. Champoux explored the potential moderating role of

the same four contextual factors examined by Oldham et al. He found a moderat-

Ing effect for supervision satisfaction in one of the four samples and for co-

worker satisfaction in another sample. Champoux's findings indicated a stronger

job characteristics * employee reaction (i.e., growth satisfaction) relationship

under conditions of lower satisfaction with the job context factors than under

conditions of higher satisfaction with these factors. Champoux also explored
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the joint moderating effect of context satisfaction and growth need strength.

Unfortunately, it was not possible to determine from the analyses reported if

the two moderating effects were independent.

Using both sub-group and moderated regression analyses, Abdel-Halim (1979)

performed a study similar to the Champoux study. The results of this study

indicated that job scope was more important for employees who have lover satis-

faction with supervision and co-workers than for workers who have higher satis-

faction levels for these context factors (i.e., the slope of the job scope

+ worker response relationship is steeper under low context satisfaction con-

ditions).

The six investigations discussed here support the possibility of a moderating

role of work context satisfaction in the job scope * employee affective response

relationship. The nature of the moderating role, however, does not appear con-

sistent. The purpose of the present paper is two-fold. First, a set of alter-

native conceptual explanations for the inconsistent observations noted above

will be offered. Second, a set of researchable hypotheses will be offered which,

when tested, will serve to conceptually advance our understanding of the moder-

ating role of work context satisfaction.

The findings of the preceding series of studies appear contradictory. There are,

however, at least three types of explanations for these findings: (1) the find-

ings are chance observations which are truly contradictory and not systemati-

cally explainable; (2) the findings are not really contradictory, but merely

appear to be contradictory due to artifacts of the sample distributions for the
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moderating" variables; and (3) the findings are complex, but systematically

explainable through the use of alternative conceptualizations which involve a

third variable (or variables) which determine the direction of the moderating

effect.

CHANCE OBSERVATIONS

Given that only a very small number of investigations have addressed the context

satisfaction moderating issue, it is possible that the observed moderating ef-

fects were simply chance occurrences. It would be expected that the direction

of a chance moderating effect would be in one direction half of the time and in

the other direction the other half of the time (as was roughly the case in the

six studies reviewed). This explanation may be particularly reasonable given

the inconsistencies between studies, such as the fact that only some of the con-

textual factors examined produced moderating effects and the fact that different

criterion variables were involved. To refute this explanation of the observed

moderating effects will require either a series of additional studies which con-

sistently support a moderating effect in one direction or the other, or a docu-

mentation of the process by which the direction of the moderating effect is sys-

tematically determined.

SAMPLE DISTRIBUTION ARTIFACTS

Oldham (1976), Oldhm et al., (1976), Orpen (1979), Katerberg et al., (1979),

Champoux (1981), and Abdel-Halim (1979) each examined samples which had a range

of context satisfaction from low to high relative to a specific sample distribu-

tion. Examination of the results of these studies appears inconsistent since in

one set of studies the relatively low context satisfied workers exhibited
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stronger job characteristics + response relationships while in the remaining

studies the relatively high context satisfied workers exhibited the stronger

job * response relationship. However, since the degree of context satisfaction

was always expressed in terms relative to a particular sample distribution, Lt

is not appropriate to directly compare the various studies unless the actual

levels of context satisfaction are compared. It makes little sense to compare

the relative level of context satisfaction within one sample to the relative

context satisfaction level within a different sample. Unless the two samples

have the same overall distributions, such a comparison would be inappropriate.

Therefore, unless the distributions from the six studies can be directly com-

pared, it is not possible to determine whether or not the results of these

studies are consistent.

We attempted to compare the distributions from the set of empirical studies just

reviewed and found that adequate comparisons were not possible. Orpen (1979)

used satisfaction roles *specially designed for the . . . study." Abdel-Hal=.m

(1979) used a different instrument to measure context satisfaction than did the

other researchers. Oldham (1976) and Katerberg et al., (1979) did not report

staple means or standard deviations. Champoux (1981) reported means and stan-

dard deviations, but only for those variables involved in significant moderating

effects (and only for those samples where the moderating effects occurred). In

the isolated cases where comparisons were possible, differences in distributions

were evident. To provide one simple example of how an appropriate comparison of

the several studies might reveal that their findings are in fact consistent,

consider the folloving possibility:
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1. The mean context satisfaction level for the "low" group in Study A is 2.3

and for the "high' group is 3.1. In this study, the "low" group has weak job

characteristics * worker response relationship and the "high" group has a strong

job + response relationship.

2. The mean context satisfaction level for the "low" group in Study B is 3.1

and for the "high' group is 3.9. In this study, the "low" group has a strong

job + response relationship while the "high" group has a weak job + response

relationship. Comparison of the actual levels of context satisfaction from the

two hypothetical samples in the preceding examples would reveal consistency not

inconsistency in findings and lead to a very different conclusion than that

initially suggested (i.e., a curvilinear effect).

ALTERNATIVE CONCEPTUALIZATIONS

The third type of explanation for the findings to date will be explored in the

remainder of this paper and involves reference to a third variable (or vari-

ables) to determine the direction of the moderating effect. It will be suggested

that the process by which the moderating effect occurs explains the differences

in findings noted in the previously reviewed studies. We will detail several of

the most lik3ly variables and processes which might be involved in this type of

effect.

A Re-examination of Rerzberg

Each of the studies reviewed in this paper appears to have been at least in part

encouraged by Herzberg's two factor theory. As part of his theory, Herzberg

(1966) suggested that dissatisfaction with the work environment (e.g., with
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supervision, co-workers, company policies and practices, and monetary rewards)

would make it unlikely that workers would be responsive to job characteristics.

However, Herzberg argued that, once the environment was reasonably free from

these contextual sources of dissatisfaction, workers should become responsive to

job characteristics. Herzberg set forth a very straightforward theory that

specified that job content factors would simply not be very salient to those

workers for whom context factors were not yet satisfied. It would be consistent

with Herzberg's theory to suggest that the strength of higher order needs is

lower for those workers for whom lower order needs (hygiene or context factors)

have not yet been met than for those workers for whom these needs have been

met.-

This interpretation of Herzberg's ideas suggests that the process by which con-

text satisfaction moderates the job characteristics 4worker response relation-

ship involves the intervening variable growth need strength (see Figure 1).

Thus, context satisfaction is not a "new" moderating effect as has been sug-

gested, instead context satisfaction is simply one factor which influences the

true moderator-growth need strength (a moderator which has been thoroughly

researched). If this suggestion is supported, context satisfaction should not

be viewed as a direct moderator, but rather as just one of many antecedents of

the true moderator. Context satisfaction can have a consistent and systematic

effect on growth need strength, but appear to have an inconsistent moderating

effect on the job * response relationship because other factors also effect the

growth need strength level often 'overpowering" the effect of context satisfac-

tion.

Insert Figure 1 About Here
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Hypothesis 1: The observed moderating effect of context satisfaction on the job

characteristics * worker response relationship is due to the fact that context

satisfaction impacts upon growth need strength which, in turn, moderates the

relationship. Context satisfaction will produce no empirical moderating Effect

above and beyond that explanable by growth need strength.

Test of Hypothesis 1: This hypothesis can be tested by measuring context satis-

faction, growth need strength, job characteristics, and employee responses

(e.g., work satisfaction, internal motivation). The relationship between the

job characteristics and the employee responses would first be established using

a regression analysis (see Champoux and Peters, 1980, for a thorough discussion

of the appropriate analytical design for such an analysis). Next, the moderat-

ing effect of context satisfaction would be established using moderated regres-

sion. Next, the variance in context satisfaction explanable by growth need

strength (an intervening variable in the moderating process) would be statis-

tically removed or partialled out. The residual context satisfaction measure

would then be used to test for a moderating effect using moderated regression.

If no moderating effect remained, then the entire moderating effect which

appeared to be due to context satisfaction was empirically explanable by use of

the growth need construct as shown in Figure 1. If the size of the original

context satisfaction moderating effect was not significantly reduced, then the

entire moderating effect which was observed for context satisfaction is indepen -

dent of growth need strength levels. If the size of the original moderating

effect is reduced from its original level, but not completely removed by the

partialling out of growth need level, then the moderating effect of context

satisfaction is partially explanable by the growth need construct as shown in
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Figure 1. Each of the studies reviewed in this paper examined the effects of

both context satisfaction and growth need strength. Unfortunately, given the

information reported, it is not possible to determine if Hypothesis I would be

supported. While informal examination of the data from these studies suggests

that the hypothesis may not be fully supported, reanalysis of those data would

allow a test of this hypothesis.

The Absorption/Distraction Concept

Each of the folloving hypotheses involves the absorption/distraction process as

explored by McGrath (1976). This process may help to explain why and how con-

text satisfaction plays an important role moderating the job characteristics

worker response relationship. McGrath explored six different classes of stress

in developing this concept. For the purpose of the present paper, it is only

necessary to consider those sources which are non-task-based (job context)

stress factors. According to McGrath, either of two potential phenomena can

occur when a non-tasked-based stressor is operating (we will treat these "two

phenomena" as opposite ends of the same continuum). Absorption would cause an

employee to focus attention on the task and thus reduce the salience of the non-

task source of stress. Distraction would prevent the employee from focusing on

the task because of the interfering effect of the non-task source of stress.

Presumably, if absorption occurred, strong job characteristics + worker response

relationship would be expected. If distraction occurred, a weaker job + response

relationship would be anticipated. Given this perspective, the presence of low

context satisfaction (a non-tasked-based stressor) could either strengthen or

weaken the job + response relationship depending on the degree to which absorp-

*1
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tion or distraction occurred (see Figure 2). This could help to explain why the

results of the studies reviewed in this paper appeared inconsistent.

Insert Figure 2 About Here

Before the second hypothesis is stated, it should be pointed out that a similar

process was discussed by Oldham (1976) who said that -. • . dissatisfying inter-

personal relations might disturb or distract the employee to such a degree that

he is unable to fully attend and respond to the characteristics of a complex

job" (p. 561). In a similar statement, Oldham et al., (1976) suggested that

active dissatisfaction with such contextual factors distracts the atten-

tion of employees from the work itself and orients their energy instead toward

coping with the experienced problems (p. 396). The Oldham and Oldham, et al.,

statements address primarily the distraction phenomenon proposed by McGrath.

Both absorption and distraction effects were anticipated by Dunham (1975, 1977)

who stated:

employees may or may not focus on task design as a function of non-

task elements in the work environment (1977, p. 43) .... The source of the

proposed distraction may be either positive or negative. With very positive non-

task environmental factors, the task itself may not be of great importance to

the worker. Under negative environmental conditions the task may become the

focus of the worker's attention as he draws away from other negative factors"

(1977, p. 63). In this statement, Dunham implies the possibility of a curvi-

linear relationship between context satisfaction and absorption/distraction.

OEM|
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Although Oldham, Oldham, et al., and Dunham explored issues related to those of

McGrath, neither provided as complete a framework as that suggested by McGrath.

Hpothesis 2: The relationship between job characteristics and worker responses

is moderated by the level of absorption with, or distraction from the task (see

Figure 2).

Hypothesis ZA: The observed moderating effect of context satisfaction level on

the job characteristics + worker response relationship is due to the fact that

context satisfaction impacts upon the level of absorption with, or distraction

from, the task which, in turn, moderates the relaticnship.
3

Test of Hypothesis 2: To test Hypothesis 2 it is necessary to measure job char-

acteristics, worker responses, and the level of absorption with, or distraction

from the task. Moderated regression analysis could be used to test for the

moderating effect.

Test of Hypothesis 2A: To test Hypothesis 2A it is necessary to measure context

satisfaction in addition to the measures needed for Hypothesis 2. Analyses can

be conducted as for Hypothesis I by examining the moderating effect for context

satisfaction, partialling absorption/distraction out of context satisfaction and

then repeating the moderated regression test using the context satisfaction

residual variance to determine if all, none, or part of the observed context

satisfaction moderating effect could be explained by the absorption/distraction

process. Tests should also be made for possible curvilinear relationships
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between satisfaction level and absorption/distraction. (Champoux (1981) illus-

trates possible analytical models for accomplishing such a test).
4

A critical issue centers on understanding the conditions under which distraction

or absorption will occur. Hypotheses 3 through 8 each address possible deter-

minants of conditions under which a given context satisfaction level will lead

to a particular level of absorption or distraction (which in turn moderates the

job characteristics *vorker response relationship).

Field Dependence/Independence. Witkin, Dyk, Faterson, Goodenough, and Xarp

(1962) defined field dependence (FD)-independence (Fl) as a measure of an indi-

vidual's ability to respond globally or analytically to complex but structured

stimuli. The F1 person perceives and evaluates his/her environment in a rela-

tively analytical manner. In addition, the F1 person is less concerned with the

social aspects of the work environment and is relatively more concerned with the

tasks s/he is performing in that environment. The YD person, however, generally

does not possess the "diseubedding" ability of his/her PI counterpart.

Studies by Gruenfeld and Weissenberg (1970), Barrett, Cabe, Thornton and

O'Connor (1975), and Stone (1977) have provided evidence supporting perceptual

style differences. For example, Stone found differences in worker perceptions

of task characteristics as a function of FD/FI. Barrett, et al., found signifi-

cant differences in employee sensitivity to work environment features as a

function of FD/FI. Gruenfeld and Weissenberg found that F employees respond to

intrinsic factors more than does the FD counterpart. The FD subjects were less

capable of discriminating affect for intrinsic factors from the environment in
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which they were embedded. This line of reasoning leads to the suggestion that

FD/Fl will moderate the relationship between context satisfaction and absorp-

tion/distraction (which in turn moderates the job characteristics + worker

response relationship). It is this second effect of PD/Fl which vill focused

upon here. Specifically, it is suggested that the relationship between context

satisfaction and absorption/distraction will be stronger for FD persons than for

F1 persons. FD persons, who are heavily dependent on the "field," will be more

sensitive to context satisfaction. F1 persons, on the other hand, are far less

likely to be influenced by context satisfaction levels. Figure 3 illustrates

our third testable hypothesis and places this process in the framework of the

job characteristics * worker response network.

Insert Figure 3 About Here

Hypothesis 3: FD/Pt will moderate the relationship between context satisfaction

and absorption/distraction. Specifically, the higher the level of FD, the

stronger the relationship between context satisfaction level and absorption/dis-

traction level (i.e., an FD person is more likely to be distracted by either

extreme of context satisfaction).

Test of Hypothesis 3: To test Hypothesis 3 it is necessary to measure context

satisfaction, absorption/distraction, and FD/Fl. Moderated regression analysis

can be used to test for this moderating effect.

Instrumentality Perceptions. The concept of instrumentality perceptions (Vroom,

1964) offers another possible mechanism for understanding the conditions under
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which a given context satisfaction level vill lead to a particular level of

absorption/distraction. This argument suggests that a person who perceives that

a particular behavior will be instrumental in the achievement of a positively

valued outcome or the avoidance of a negatively valued outcome, will have a

higher probability of engaging in that behavior than if the behavior is not

viewed as Instrumental. Applied in the present context, the concept of instru-

mentality suggests that employees will "choose" to become absorbed in the task

if that behavior is perceived by the person to be instrumental in avoidance of a

negative outcome (i.e., stressful context satisfaction). This process could help

to explain the findings of Abdel-Ralim (1979) and Champoux (1981). Workers may

have "chosen" to become absorbed in the task to avoid or insulate themselves

from the stress caused by low levels of context satisfaction. When absorption

in the task is not perceived as instrumental in the removal of, or insulation

from the stressor, we would expect distraction to occur. Therefore, this

process could also help to explain the findings of Oldham (1976), Oldham, et

al., (1976), Orpen (1979), and possibly Xaterberg, et al., (1979). In each of

these studies, workers may have been distracted from the task since they did not

perceive the task as instrumental for the avoidance of, or insulation from, low

levels of context satisfaction.

Hypothesis 4: The relationship between context satisfaction and absorption/dis-

traction will be moderated by instrumentality perceptions of absorption as an

"insulator" against the stressful effects of the context satisfaction level.

Test of Hypothesis 4: To test Hypothesis 4 it is necessary to measure context

satisfaction, absorption/distraction, and the perceived instrumentality of
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absorption/distraction. Moderated regression analysis can be used to test for

the hypothesized moderating effect.

Perceptual Independence of Task and Non-Task Factors. The perceived proximity

of stimuli in one's perceptual space varies across situations. As a consequence,

employee perceptions of the task may be quite independent from perceptions of

some context factors while quite dependent upon perceptions of other context

factors. This is particularly true, for example, for interpersonal context fac-

tors. In interdependent work groups, it is hard to differentiate the degree to

which co-workers are a part of the task context versus a part of the task it-

self. To the degree that co-workers are involved in the processing of my own

work, they will probably be perceived as part of my job as opposed to being per-

ceived as a part of the environment in which I process my own work independent-

ly. On the other hand, where work is done independently or "solo," co-workers

are likely to be perceived as a part of the context, but not as a part of the

task itself. Where the task is perceptually independent from its context,

absorption in the task can provide an escape. on the other hand, where the task

and the context are tied together (as with interdependent work groups), absorp-

tion in the task also provides absorption in the context. Under these condi-

tions, if the context is negative, absorption in the task would involve the

worker even more intimately in the negative stressful situation provided by the

context. If the context is positive, absorption in the task would involve the

worker more intimately in the positive context as well as more intimately in the

task situation. This suggests that absorption is most likely to occur when: (1)

the context is independent from the task (e.g., with "solo" work) and especially

when the context is negative, or (2) when the context is associated with the
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task and positive. This argument is shown in Figure 3 as having an independent

moderating effect on the context satisfaction - absorption/distraction relation-

ship. It should be recognized, however, that the process described in this

hypothesis my be consistent with Hypothesis 4 (the instrumentality hypothesis)

and could even be treated as a determinant of the instrumentality perception as

opposed to being treated as an independent moderator of the context + absorption

relationship. For this reason, Hypothesis 5 will treat the independence issue

as separate from that described in Hypothsis 4 while Hypothesis 5A (see

Figure 4) will treat perceptual independence of task and context as a determi-

nant of instrumentality (i.e., instrumentality is an intervening variable

between independence of task and context and the moderating effect).

Insert Figure 4 About Here

Hypothesis 5: The relationship between context satisfaction and absorption/dis-

traction will be moderated by the perceived independence of the task and non-

task factors. Absorption in the task will be most likely to occur when the task

and non-task factors are independent, or when the non-task factors are positive,

and least likely to occur when the task and non-task factors are related and

negative.

Hypothesis 5A: The moderating effect of the perceived independence of the task

and non-task factors on the context satisfaction + absorption/distraction rela-

tionship is due to the fact that the independence of the task and non-task fac-

tors impacts upon the instrumentality perception which, in turn, moderates the

relationship.
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Test of Hypothesis 5: To test Hypothesis 5 it is necessary to measure context

satisfaction, absorption/distraction, and the perceived independence of task and

non-task factors. Moderated regression can be used to test the hypothesis

although sub-group analyses (perhaps as post hoc analyses) could better illus-

trate the nature of the effect.

Test of Hypothesis 5A: To test Hypothesis 5A, it is necessary to measure instru-

mentality of absorption/distraction in addition to context satisfaction, absorp-

tion/distraction, and perceived independence of task and non-task factors.

Analyses could be conducted as for Hypotheses I and ZA by examining the moderat-

ing effect for perceived independence of task and non-task factors, partialling

instrumentality out of perceived independence and then repeating the moderated

regression test using the residual variance to determine if all, none, or part

of the independence moderating effect can be explained by the instrumentality

perception process.

Possession of Information. Lavler (1973) discusses the formation of instrumen-

tality perceptions and emphasizes the importance of individual differences.

Lavler's discussion suggests that possession of past information concerning the

likelihood that job content vili "protect" against job context factors will

influence the perception of instrumentality for absorption/distraction. Posses-

sion of information of this type could have either a direct moderating effect on

the context satisfaction * absorption/distraction relationship, or instrumental-

ity perceptions could serve as an intervening variable betveen possession of

information and the moderating effect. Possession of information which suggests

that task absorption can help avoid negative consequences of context factors
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will make it more likely that the next satisfaction * absorption/distraction

relationship will be strong. It should be noted that the source of this infor-

nation can be from personal experience or from secondary sources.

Hypothesis 6: The relationship between context satisfaction and absorption/dis-

traction will be moderated by the possession of information about the role of

job content as an "escape" from context factors. Absorption will be most likely

to occur when information suggests that absorption can help escape the effects

of job context. Distraction will be most likely to occur when information sug-

gests that absorption would not facilitate escape from the effects of job con-

text (see Figure 3).

Hypothesis 6A: The moderating effect of the possession of information on the

context satisfaction * absorption/distraction relationship is due to the fact

that the possession of this information impacts upon the instrumentality percep-

tion which, in turn, moderates the relationship (see Figure 4).

Test of Hypothesis 5: To test Hypothesis 6 it is necessary to measure context

satisfaction, absorption/distraction, and the possession of information. Moder-

ated regression can be used to test the hypothesis.

Test of Hypothesis 6A: To test Hypothesis 6A it is necessary to measure instru-

mentality of absorption/distraction in addition to context satisfaction, absorp-

tion/diatractlon, and possession of information. Analyses can be coniucted as

for Hypotheses 1, 2A, and SA by examining the moderating effect for possession

of information, partialling instrumentality out of possession of information,



Job Context

20

and then repeating the moderated regression test using the residual variance to

determine if all, none, or part of the possession of information moderating

effect can be explained by the instrumentality process.

Locus of Control. Lawler (1973) also discusses the role played by the locus of

control belief system (also see Rotter, 1966). People with an internal locus of

control will have a stronger conviction as to their ability to successfully use

involvement in other activities to reduce non-task induced stress. By contrast,

the externally controlled individual will be less likely to see absorption in

the job as a solution. If the environment is believed to be in control of

events, distraction is more likely. Again, this factor may operate through the

process of the perceived instrumentality of absorption/distractIon. For this

reason, Hypothesis 7A will treat locus of control as a determinant of instru-

mentality.

Hypothesis 7: The relationship between context satisfaction and absorption/dis-

traction will be moderated by the perceived locus of control of the individual.

Absorption will be most likely to occur for persons with internal loci of con-

trol, while distraction will be most likely to occur for persons with external

loci of control (see Figure 4).

Hypothesis 7A: The moderating effect of locus of control on the context satis-

faction + absorption/distraction relationship is due to the fact that locus of

control impacts upon the instrumentality perception which, in turn, moderates

the relationship (see Figure 4).
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Test of Hypothesis 7: To test Hypothesis 7, it is necessary to measure context

satisfaction, absorption/distraction, and locus of control. Hoderated regres-

sion can be used to test the hypothesis.

Test of Hypothesis 7A: To test Hypothesis 7A, it is necessary to measure instru-

mentality of absorption/distraction in addition to context satisfaction, absorp-

tion/distraction, and locus of control. Analyses can be conducted as for Hypoth-

eses 1, 2A, 5A, and 6A by examining the moderating effect for locus of control,

partialling instrumentality out of locus of control and then repeating the mod-

erated regression analysis using the residual variance to determine If all,

none, or part of the locus of control moderating effect can be explained by the

instrumentality perception process.

Activation Theory. Scott (1966) in his discussion of the job design + employee

response relationship from the perspective of activation theory focuses on the

importance of characteristics of the stimulus sources per se. Stimulus charac-

teristics (e.g., intensity, variation, complexity, uncertainty, meaningfulness)

affect the level of psychological arousal as a result of the degree of excita-

tion of the brain stem reticular formation.

Scott's model predicts that, under extremely high levels of activation, the

individual is unable to turn his/her attention to role demands. It is assumed,

therefore, that the greater the degree of stimulus intensity, variation, com-

plexity, uncertainty, azid meaningfulness of the signals from the context of the

job, the less likely that absorption with the job content will occur (it is more
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likely that psychological and physical energy will be directed toward the con-

textual factors under these circumstances).

Hypothesis 8: The relationship between context satisfaction and absorption/dis-

traction is due to the fact that the context satisfaction level influences the

activation level of the worker. This, in turn, directly influences the level of

absorption/distraction of the individual (i.e., activation level is an interven-

ing variable). Extremes of these stimuli tend to cause high levels of activation

and subsequently distraction from the task itself. Moderate levels of these

stimuli would be most likely to lead to absorption (see Figure 5).

Insert Figure 5 About Here

Test of Hypothesis 8: To test Hypothesis 8, it is necessary to measure context

satisfaction, absorption/distraction, and activation level. First, regression

analyses would be used to establish the relationship between context satisfac-

tion and absorption/distraction. Next, regression analysis would be used to

establish the relationship between activation level and absorption/distraction

(this will allow not only explanation of the process by which context satisfac-

t.Lon impacts on absorption/distraction but also a direct examination of the

effect of activation level on absorptionjdistraction). Next, activation level

would be partialled out of context satisfaction and the residual variance would

be used in a final regression analysis to determine if activation level ac-

counted for all, none, or part of the effect of context satisfaction on absorp-

tion/distraction. In testing this hypothesis, possible curvilinear relation-

ships between context satisfaction and activation levels should be explored.
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COCLUS IONS

A review of the available literature suggested that the effect of the level of

context satisfaction on the job characteristics * worker response relationship

is an important issue. Unfortunately, in tests of this effect, insufficient

attention has been given to the process involved. Because of this lack of atten-

tion, the results of the studies which have addressed the context satisfaction

moderating effect appear to produce contradictory findings. The hypotheses

developed in the present paper argue that these findings may prove to be consis-

tent if the underlying processes are examined.

Several different processes have been detailed through development of a set of

hypotheses and plans for hypothesis testing. It is important that competitive

tests of these hypotheses be conducted as opposed to isolated tests of individ-

ual processes. It is possible to test each of the processes, to determine how

many of the hypothesized processes are actually operating, and to detc-Lmine the

relative impact of each of the processes by measuring, within onA i*, Ay, .-w, of

the following: job characteristics, worker responses, contet satisfaction,

growth need strength, absorption/distraction (an adequate measure of which needs

to be developed), field dependence/independence, Instrumentalty of absorp-

tion/distraction, perceived independence of task and non-task factors, posses-

sion of information, locus of control and activation level.

More than one of these processes may be operating at the same time. Further-

more, there are likely to be other factors which are also operating as is sug-

gested by the "empty boxes" in Figures 1-5.
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To the degree that the hypotheses developed in this paper are shown to be true,

the following observations could be made: (1) low context satisfaction leads to

low levels of growth need strength which, in turn, veakens the job characteris-

tics + worker response relationship; (2) context satisfaction level influences

level of worker absorption/distraction with the task which in turn moderates the

job satisfaction * worker response relationship; (3) the relationship between

context satisfaction and the level of absorption/distraction is moderated by

field dependence/independence, perceived instrumentality of absorption/distrac-

tion, perceived independence of task and non-task factors, possession of infor-

mation, and locus of control; (4) the perception of instrumentality of absorp-

tion/distraction is influenced by the level of perceived independence of task

and non-task factors, possession of information, and 'locus of control; and (5)

activation level intervenes in the relationship betveen context satisfaction and

absorption/distraction level.

It is clear that what is needed to understand the role of context satisfaction

in the job characteristics + worker responses relationship is empirical investi-

gation of the processes involved and competitive testing of the relative roles

of each of the proposed processes. Concurrently, conceptual work to identify

other processes involved in the effect should continue.
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FOOTNOTES

1. Reprints may be requested from Randall B. Dunham, University of Wisconsin

Graduate School of Business 1155 Observatory Drive, Madison, WI 53706.

2. Along similar lines of reasoning, Maslow (1943) and Aldefer's (1969) discus-

sions of need theory suggest that employee responsiveness to job content factors

is most likely to follow the reasonable satisfaction of lower order needs by

work environment factors.

3. A similar hypothesis can be constructed in an attempt to understand the

moderating role of employee growth need strength and help to explain the incon-

sistent findings which have emerged for this moderating effect. The hypothesis

is:

The observed moderating effect of growth need strength on the job characteris-

tics - yorker response relationship is due to the fact that growth need strength

impacts the level of absorption with, or distraction from, the task which in

turn moderates the relationship. For example, high growth need strength

employees are more likely to become absorbed in the task (particularly if they

view the task as a source of potential intrinsic reward).

4. Similarly, possible curvilinear relationships of this type should be

explored in subsequent hypothesis testing.

Iv:
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